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ABSTRACT 
 
Purpose: The purpose of this research is to understand reflective journalling in a first year 
Public Health practice unit.  
 
Design/methodology/approach: This research uses pure phenomenography to interpret 
students descriptions of reflective journalling. Data was collected from thirty-two students 
enrolled in PUB215 Public Health Practice in the School of Public Health, Queensland 
University of Technology. Participants completed a brief open-ended questionnaire to 
evaluate the first assessment item in this unit, a Reflective Journal. Questionnaire responses 
were analysed through Dahlgren and Fallsberg’s (1991) seven phases of data analysis.  
 
Findings: The Reflective Journal required students to reflect on lecture content from five of 
seven guest speakers. Participants responses were categorised into four conceptions - 1) 
engagement in learning, 2) depth of knowledge, 3) understanding the process and 4) doing 
the task. Participants describe reflective journalling as a conduit to think critically about the 
content of the guest speakers presentations. Other participants think journalling is a vehicle to 
think deeply about their potential career pathways. Some define journalling as a pragmatic 
operation where practical issues are difficult to navigate. The Reflective Journal successfully 
a) engaged students learning, b) increased students depth of knowledge and c) deepened 
students understanding of the journalling process.  
 
Originality/value: This research gives an insight into how first year public health students 
understand reflective journalling, supports educators in reflective journalling assessments and 
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confirms a Reflective Journal assessment can move student reflection towards higher order 
thinking about practice.   
 
Keywords: Public health, higher education, first year, reflective thinking, reflective 
journalling, reflective learning, qualitative, phenomenography 
 
Paper type: Case study  
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Introduction 
 
Practicum in undergraduate clinical health degrees, such as nursing and dietetics, is an 
essential component of curricula to graduate clinically proficient students. A fundamental 
element of practicum is reflection or the ability to critically reflect about practice. Reflective 
journalling is a recognised teaching and learning tool employed to facilitate reflection. 
Undergraduate professional health degrees, including public health, have not embraced 
practicum and reflection as a teaching and learning tool. This suggests reflection is not 
fundamental to the education of public health graduates.  
 
In second semester of first year, students enrolled in the Bachelor of Health Science (Public 
Health) at Queensland University of Technology (QUT) undertake a compulsory unit titled 
PUB215 Public Health Practice (PUB215). PUB215 was first offered in 2009 because 
teaching staff were concerned students did not 1) have a clear understanding of public health 
practice and career pathways and 2) identify as a student cohort and profession. PUB215 was 
designed to address the first issue from two approaches. The first approach was to invite a 
range of public health practitioners from different organisations to present a guest lecture. 
From Weeks 2-7, guest speakers focused on a specific issue; core competencies, position 
descriptions, transition to practice in government and non-government sectors and career 
pathways in, for example, Indigenous health,  international health, chronic disease, research 
and policy. The second approach was workplace visits. Each student nominated three 
preferred workplaces from 15 identified organisations. Small groups of students visited 
workplaces for one to two hours in Weeks 8, 9 and 10. Workplaces conducted a range of 
activities, for example, a brief tour, an overview of the organisation, attendance at a meeting, 
showcases about specific organisational activities and photo shoots.  
 
In 2009, formal teaching and learning feedback indicated students appreciated guest lectures 
and workplace visits because they 1) identified a raft of public health career pathways, 2) 
introduced professionals working in the field  and 3) helped ‘get a feel’ for public health 
positions. The unit was offered again in 2010. A Reflective Journal was introduced as an 
assessment item to capitalise on guest lectures and introduce students to reflection.  
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Literature Review  
 
Reflection is underpinned by several well-recognised theories which highlight fundamental 
concepts. According to Biggs and Tang (2007), there was little research into how students 
learn until two decades ago when Marton and his colleagues explored surface and deep 
learning. Deep learning is the intrinsic desire to cognitively engage with the subject and truly 
understand meanings, themes, principles and applications. The father of reflection, Dewey 
(1933, p. 6) describes the process as ‘active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief 
or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the further 
conclusions to which it tends’. Dewey (1909) considers that reflection leads to understanding 
actions, new consequences and new conclusions but concrete experiences are needed to 
situate learning (Dewey 1938). The experiential learning theorist, Kolb (1984) agreed that 
people learn more from their experiences when they think about them.  
 
The fundamental concepts of reflection underpin a plethora of definitions. Some definitions 
refer to reflective learning, for example, Boyd and Fayles (1983, p. 19) who suggest 
‘reflective learning is the internal process of exploring an issue of concern, triggered by an 
experience, which creates and clarifies meaning in terms of self and which results in a 
changed conceptual perspective’. Some definitions link reflection to practice, for example, 
Reid (1993, p. 306) defines reflection as ‘a process of reviewing an experience of practice in 
order to describe, analyse, evaluate and so inform about practice’. Kathpalia and Heah (2008) 
suggest reflection is the combination of experience and knowledge to produce new learning. 
Other authors define reflection by process, for example, Atkins and Murphy (1993) propose 
three key stages which underpin the process of reflective practice; 1) awareness of 
uncomfortable feelings or thoughts, 2) analysis of the situation, examining knowledge and 
feelings and 3) the development of a new perspective.  
 
The literature reveals many contemporary models of reflection designed to structure and 
support reflective thinking, learning, writing and/or journalling. These models include, for 
example, Schon’s model for educating the reflective practitioner (Schon, 1991), an integrated 
model for incorporating reflective learning into adult instruction (Castelli, 2000), Gibbs 
reflective cycle (Ashby, 2006), a reflective essaying model (Badley, 2009) and a model of 
professional thinking (Bannigan and Moore, 2009).  
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Reflective journalling 
 
Recent studies conclude reflective journalling is encouraged in Australian universities and 
healthcare settings (Milinkovic and Field, 2005; Epp, 2008).  Universities such as QUT use 
reflective journalling to assess students level of learning and comprehension. Education 
researchers praise journalling as 'an insightful and powerful instructional technology' 
(Dunlap, 2006) but a range of issues and challenges may limit potential (O’Connell and 
Dyment, 2011). For example, some education researchers question the 'level of reflection' and 
'learning effectiveness' achieved (Wong etal., 1995; Epp, 2008). Others such as contemporary 
writer, Entwistle (1990) argue students define effective teaching in ways which reflect their 
academic environments. Consequently, ongoing research is essential (Epp, 2008).  
 
Educators measure reflection through references to high level reflective journalling. 
According to Dempsey et al (2009), reflective journals can be analysed for evidence of 
reflection through a deep analytic framework which includes association, integration, 
validation and appropriation and students can be classified as non-reflectors, reflectors or 
critical reflectors. Reference models aim to qualitatively measure how students thinking 
changes over time. These models help educators define the expected degree of reflection 
during the journalling process (Thorpe, 2011). Models include, for example, the Self 
Regulating Learning Model (Dempsey et al., 2009), the Guided Reflection Framework and 
the Five-step Reflection Process (Craft, 2005). Subtly variant, each model expects the student 
to contextualise knowledge and question its significance (Jensen and Joy, 2005). Students 
must recollect and record events and react to the topic. As students relate to the concept, they 
should ‘appropriate the knowledge into ones identity or feel affected by the evidence or topic 
presented (Woodward, 1998; Dempsey et al., 2009). Other models such as Mezirow's seven 
levels of reflection challenge students to reach 'critical consciousness' (Wong et al., 1995; 
Jensen and Joy, 2005). Critical consciousness is defined as an awareness of perspectives and 
reasons supporting a worldview. Ultimate reflection is described as the transformation of 
clinical or academic practices based on the internal appraisal of knowledge (Thorpe, 2011).  
 
There is an absence of literature about first year students and reflective journalling so the 
issues, problems and benefits are unclear. More broadly, teaching staff should offer 
innovative teaching strategies for a diverse cohort of ‘first generation’ students (the first in 
their family to go to university) as well as the traditional academic elite (Star and McDonald, 
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2007). This includes international students who enter university as second year students and 
do not have access to first year infrastructure (Beasley and Pearson, 1999; Ramsay et al., 
1999). A learner-centred approach, which includes reflective journalling, should be 
scaffolded in first year to support deep learning (Star and McDonald, 2007). Undergraduate 
students, including first years, need to perceive assessment as authentic; that it will benefit 
them in professional practice (Palmer, 2004).  
 
Reflective journalling as assessment 
 
In academia, student reflection is critical to teaching and academic development. Educators 
continually assess student engagement and performance through reflective learning (Wong et 
al., 1995). In the literature, prominent educators proclaim ‘scholarship of 'ill defined, 
multilayered, and complex' issues cannot happen without reflection’ (Lasater and Nielsen, 
2009). As part of medical and health education, journalling aims to assess student perceptions 
and comprehension in theory courses or practicum (Milinkovic and Field, 2005). Educators 
use different assessment forms and designs to facilitate student reflection (Jensen and Joy, 
2005). Some educators assess reflection through open-ended journals, chronological 
descriptions or unstructured essays (Lasater and Nielsen, 2009). Each reflective journalling 
framework examines students verbal and/or written representations of critical inquiry 
(Anderberg, 2000). The journalling exercise captures how and what they learn, synthesise 
and appropriate from their personal experience (Craft, 2005).  In the healthcare industry, 
journalling is a tool used to evaluate clinical practice and theoretical reflection. As a result, 
reflective journalling is a valuable assessment of knowledge, critical inquiry, and professional 
preparedness (Plack et al., 2005; Epp, 2008). 
 
Regardless of the health topic, educators need to assess how students 'understand, or 
experience, or conceptualise the world around them' (Micari et al., 2007).  Educators use 
various theories to justify the use of journal assessments.  Some educators believe journal 
writing is essential during students professional preparation (Dunlap, 2006).  Other health 
educators use journalling as student feedback and view it as a democratic repository for 
student opinions and constructive criticism of curricula and material (Nielsen et al., 2007).  
Unit designers use journal assessments to initiate ‘self-direction and personalised learning’ 
(Craft, 2005). Dempsey et al. (2009) suggest journal assessments measure the degree self 
observation and deepened conceptual comprehension but find health educators lack 
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confidence with student learning outcomes. Educators who assign journal assessments during 
clinical practicum frame the reflective journal as a record of students application of theory 
into practice (Jensen and Joy, 2005).  In current cases, students use journalling to record 
clinical assumptions and judgements during patient management. As such, educators find 
reflection prompts students to analyse their health care skills and ‘expand their abilities to 
make clinical judgments’ (Lasater and Nielsen, 2009).  
 
Journal assessments vary with topic, rationale and reference model but have common 
outcomes. Studies show after journalling, students envision professional roles and theoretical 
application of the study material. In an undergraduate health context, students render these 
results through ongoing self observation, conceptual comprehension, an examination of 
clinical judgement, and evaluation of clinical practice. Through journalling, students foster 
conceptual comprehension, enhance critical thinking, improve achievement and attitude 
(Dunlap, 2006). In practicum, students expressed self regulation of skills and development of 
patient empathy in journals (Jensen and Joy, 2005). Studies show journals reveal students 
own values, biases, and experiences and how these affect individual thinking about a patient 
situation. Through this exercise, students track their own cultural, psychological (Lasater and 
Nielsen, 2009) and societal assumptions as they learn theory and encounter clinical cases 
(Ellis et al., 2008). In clinical and health education journals, students explore their learning 
needs and attitudes during scenarios of healthcare management and patient care (Craft, 2005).   
 
As students enter internships, journals capture health and medical students' comprehension of 
lecture material and theoretical application (Dempdsey et al., 2009).  Dunlap (2006) shows 
how students’ journals can allow them to 'identify gaps in theoretical and technical 
knowledge to appraise their own practice'. Moreover, the journal helps manage and control 
stressors which may negatively affect their practice. Journalling students and professionals 
had 'less visits to the infirmary, reported better adjustment to university schedules and 
provided subjective reports of employment satisfaction (Craft, 2005). Mills (2008) suggests 
reflective journalling is considered ‘annoying busy work’ by some students but Cisero (2006) 
found reflective journalling improves course outcomes for those students who are not ‘high 
achievers’ or intrinsically motivated.   
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Reflective journalling for public health practice 
 
There has been little debate about practicum in public health education and specifically about 
issues such as the model of practicum, the role of reflective practice and teaching and 
learning tools for reflection. The authors suggest there is a continuum of practicum in public 
health education. This continuum begins with iterative strategies such as guest lectures, 
continues with workplace visits, short placement opportunities and/or assessable practicum 
and culminates in reflection about practice. The authors do not claim to make any links 
between reflective journalling and public health practice per se’ but undertook a first order 
exploration of public health students conceptions of reflective journalling to progress debate.   
 
The purpose of this research is to examine how first year public health students understand 
reflective journalling. The research question for this exploratory case study is How do first 
year public health students conceptualise reflective journalling in public health education? 
Currently, there is no research which sheds light on this question but the answer is important 
because it is an assumption that students in professional health degrees such as public health 
understand reflective journalling in the same way as students in clinical health degrees. The 
answer will explicate how public health students understand reflective journalling. This 
research is important to public health education because of student/course attrition rates, skill 
development, in demand graduates and transition to practice. It is also important to 
prospective public health organisations with an interest in workplace visits, placements 
and/or practicum, potential public health employers and relevant public health professional 
bodies.  
 
Methodology 
 
The qualitative approach used in this case study is phenomenography. The word 
phenomenography originated from the Greek root phainomen which means appearance and 
graphein which means description (Husserl, 1970). The literal interpretation is the 
‘description of appearances’. Sonneman first coined the term phenomenography in 1954 
(Hasselgren and Beach, 1997 and Patton, 2002) although it did not evolve as a research 
approach until the 1970’s. The proclaimed forefather of phenomenography is Ference Marton 
from the Faculty of Education at the University of Gothenburg, Sweden.  Marton and his 
colleagues, Dahlgren, Svensson and Saljo from the Gothenburg Research Group, developed 
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phenomenography to complement the existing quantitative approaches to enquiry about 
education (Svensson, 1997). The Gothenburg phenomenographers deliberated three distinct 
investigative frameworks to answer questions about thinking and learning (Booth, 1994 and 
Marton, 1986). The first framework guides inquiry about the content of learning; the broad 
characteristics of learning, the approaches adopted and the outcomes. The second framework 
supports inquiry about the nature of the context of learning. These two frameworks 
encompass the relationship between conceptions of learning and the content and context from 
which they arise. The third framework describes how humans conceive various aspects of 
their reality as conceptions of phenomena in the world around them. This is known as pure 
phenomenography. Pure phenomenography focuses on categories of description and the 
relationship between a limited number of categories which are represented in the outcome 
space (Marton, 1988 as cited in Fetterman, 1988, p. 189-91).  
 
Phenomenography is the most appropriate and logical approach for this research because 
phenomenography is designed specifically to answer questions about thinking and learning 
and improve knowledge about education (Booth, 1994 and Marton, 1986). This research is 
guided by the third framework, which has become the essence of phenomenography because 
it provides a lens to better understand how students conceptualise reflecting thinking about 
public health education.  
 
Participants 
 
Participants were enrolled in PUB215 in 2010. There are three assessment items in this unit 
however the first assessment item is the focus of this research. Assessment Item 1 is a 
Reflective Journal which is formative and summative, 1500 words in length and worth 30% 
of the final grade.  Students choose one of two frameworks to aid the process of reflection; 1) 
STAR-L (Situation, Task, Action, Result and Learnt) / STAR-P (Situation, Task, Action, Reflect 
and Plan) or 2) 4R’s (Reporting/responding, Relating, Reasoning, and Reconstructing). The 
assessment guidelines provided a short synopsis about reflective thinking and reflective 
frameworks were available on the e-learning site. In Week 2, students were given a brief 
overview of reflective thinking by a senior librarian. Some students may have accessed 
follow-up support from library staff.  
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Assessment Item 2 is an e-Portfolio. In Week 2 of semester, students were given a lecture 
about e-Portfolio by a senior librarian. The lecture covered the following information: what is 
an e-Portfolio, why use it, critical aspects of an e-Portfolio, the relationship between student 
capabilities and graduate employability skills and how to build an e-Portfolio. Students were 
required to further develop their reflective thinking in their E-Portfolios however this 
research did not inquire about reflective thinking in relation to the Assessment Item 2.  
 
Sample 
 
The sample consists of thirty-two participants.  The sample is small however this is not a 
limitation because pure phenomenography is premised on the concept that there are a limited 
number of categories of description for any phenomena (Marton, 1988 as cited in Fetterman, 
1988, p. 189-91). As this research is exploratory in nature, the findings would be enhanced by 
another sample.  
 
Data collection 
 
Data was collected via a brief open-ended questionnaire (Figure 1: Participant Questionnaire) 
based on a Rapid Appraisal of Assessment (RAA). RAA is a management concept and tool 
used to gain quick insight into an issue and/or explore a new idea (McNall and Foster-
Fishman, 2007). A RAA was purposively used to gain a ‘snaphot’ of students perceptions of 
the Reflective Journal. The questionnaire consisted of a limited number of questions (4) 
which were open ended, singular in concept and designed for ease of response. Students 
completed the questionnaire one week after submission of their Reflective Journal (Svinicki 
and McKeachie, 2011). Paper questionnaires were distributed to students who attended 
tutorials in Week 7 of second Semester.  
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Figure 1: Participant Questionnaire. 
 
Data analysis 
 
Questionnaires were interpreted using Dahlgren and Fallsberg’s (1991) seven phases of data 
analysis (Figure 2: Dahlgren and Fallsberg’s (1991) seven phases of data analysis). Data 
analysis was undertaken by the first author who is experienced in the methods of 
phenomenography. The first phase of analysis is familiarisation which involves the thorough 
examination by reading and rereading each transcript as a whole and selecting significant 
statements. Condensation, the second phase, entails the initial comparison and grouping of 
significant statements. The third phase is comparison which necessitates the application of 
tentative categories of description to all significant statements. Grouping, the fourth phase, 
requires the articulation and preliminarily labelling of the groups of significant statements to 
form categories of description. The fifth phase is articulating which commences the 
articulation of similarities within each category of description. Labelling is the sixth phase 
and begins to refine the titles of the categories of description. The seventh and final phase is 
contrasting which is where the categories of description are compared to establish similarities 
and differences.  
 
 
 
 
Rapid Appraisal of 
Assessment Item 1  
 
Tell us what you 
liked about this 
assessment item?  
 
Tell us what you 
didn’t like about 
this assessment 
item?  
 
What would you 
change about this 
assessment item?  
 
What would make 
this assessment 
item better?  
  
 
12 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Dahlgren and Fallsbergs’ (1991) seven phases of data analysis. 
 
Results 
 
Students conceptions of reflective journalling 
 
There are four conceptions which embody the meaning of reflective journalling for first year 
public health students. These conceptions are 1) engagement in learning, 2) depth of 
knowledge, 3) understanding the process and 4) doing the task. These conceptions are 
logically related and form a staged hierarchical relationship but are not equally dependent. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Phase 1: 
Familiarisation  
 
Phase 7: 
Contrasting   
 
Phase 4: 
Grouping 
Phase 2: 
Condensation   
 
Phase 3: 
Comparison  
 
Phase 6: 
Labelling  
 
Phase 5: 
Articulating  
 
Data 
transcription 
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They build on each other from the bottom upwards to reach the authorised, or most desired, 
conception. Conceptions are presented in the ‘outcome space’ which symbolises the entirety 
of the experience of reflective journalling for first year public health students (Figure 3: First 
year public health students conceptions of reflective journalling). Some authors classify 
reflective thinking into levels or steps. Others categorise students into groups This is not the 
authors intention to label the process of reflective journalling, categorise students or put 
forward a model of reflective thinking per se’ because conceptions of a phenomena change  
over time. It is the authors intention to display a ‘snapshot’ of the findings in a visual 
representation to aid understanding.   
 
Reflective journalling as engagement in learning.  
 
In this conception, participants describe reflective journalling as engagement in learning.  
Participants suggest reflective journalling enables them to engage with the lecture content in 
an insightful and perceptive manner. Reflective journalling helps form a connection with the 
content, allows them to think deeply and explore it in robust and thorough way.  
 
For example, participants clearly highlight the active process of journalling. The active 
process of journalling includes writing notes and actively listening. This allows participants 
to move away from a passive role while listening to the lecture content. Effectively, reflective 
journalling is the catalyst for participants dynamic engagement with the content.   
 
2151:  The journal process of writing notes, listening carefully and being intentional 
in reflection have been really good in helping formulate and cement lessons 
learnt. Just a great way to make ideas stick and aid in the process of 
information.  
 
21515:  I felt it forced us to engage more in the lectures and process the concepts, 
etc. Get more out of them basically.  
 
Participants acknowledge reflective journalling as the vehicle which forces a greater 
understanding of the knowledge and skills required for a successful public health career.  
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21517:  The reflections have allowed me to think a lot about what presenters have 
said. They have also made me think about what I can do in situations and 
knowledge and skills that I should develop further to ensure optimal career 
outcomes. 
 
21511:  Able to go over what guest speakers said and have as good think about how 
it relates to our ideas and expectations of public health.  
 
21518: I have enjoyed learning about how to write reflectively and how this skill can 
be applied to job applications. I have found it to be extremely practical and 
valuable which is what I like most.  
 
In the following examples, participants feel reflective journalling about lecture content 
encourages them to consider other issues. Reflective journalling provokes participants to mull 
over why they are doing a degree in public health.  
 
21520:  It provided me with the opportunity to look more thoroughly at the issues 
discussed in the lecture. Beyond this it was simply a good chance to look at 
why I am doing PH as well. So content was a good aspect as well as the 
length required.  
 
2152:  There were a lot of guest speakers from different professional background 
that gave speeches about the work experience etc. It helped me think of what 
I want to do after completing this course.    
 
Reflective journalling as depth of knowledge  
 
Participants suggest reflective journalling promotes a depth of knowledge. Participants 
identify the reflective journal as a mechanism to cognitively engage, be discerning and grow 
an intrinsic desire for understanding career pathways. Participants demonstrate greater 
intelligibility about public health careers.   
 
In this example, participants feel reflective journalling helps them to appraise their skills. 
These participants mentally review and categorise their skills into strengths and weaknesses. 
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After this evaluation, participants create a connection between their skill set, the skills which 
need improvement and their public health career.     
 
2153:  Having a vision of strengths and weakness and thinking about how I can 
improve my skills and build my career. 
 
2154:  Learning how to do reflective writing assessment made me think about what I 
really wanted o in terms of possible career choices. It also made me think 
about what skills I already have and what I need to develop?   
 
Participants suggest reflective journalling is a trigger to move along the trajectory to a greater 
understanding of the range of public health careers. Participants gain clarity by summarising 
the good things, the not so good things and particular areas of interest within each career 
pathway. These participants intonate reflective journalling is a straightforward and 
uncomplicated medium to develop a deep understanding of public health careers.  
 
2157:  It was a good way to summarise the pro’s and con’s of each career, an easy 
way to know what each career is about. 
 
2152:  I liked being able to reflect on the lecturers’ experience/knowledge and 
applying it to my degree/my areas of interest in depth.    
 
Reflective journalling as understanding the process 
 
In this conception, participants consider reflective journalling as understanding the process. 
Participants identify the reflective journal as a mechanism to augment their understanding of 
career pathways and organisations where they might gain employment. Participants 
understand the steps required to complete the reflective journal but are not able to move away 
from the ‘literalness’ of the process.  
 
For example, participants find it is difficult to explain the lecture content and take a critical 
perspective at the same time. This suggests participants lack the confidence to take cognitive 
risks and remain in the lower orders of thinking, such as reporting or relation, rather than 
moving into reasoning and reconstructing.   
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2155:  It was difficult to explain the content of the lecture from guest speakers and 
critically think about it at the same time.  
 
21514:  I do not like reflective part, it is a bit to wishy-washy.  I would have preferred 
to do an essay, news article, something along those lines.    
 
Participants also write about ideas which are less cognitive and more practical. These 
participants suggest a framework or a guiding structure can be useful, somewhat useful or not 
useful in reflective journalling.  
 
2158:  It was useful having the reflective models to utilise.  
 
21519:  Although the framework provides some guidance, it can still be confusing.   
 
21524:  I didn’t like the models we had to follow.  As a personal refection I think it 
should be just that, we should be able to write the way we want. However, it 
was probably put there for us to use for a good reason.  
 
In the following examples, the participants recognise concepts about managing assessment 
load in relation to motivation and time management. Participants highlight the benefit of 
reflecting about lecture content on a weekly basis because it is an effective strategy to help 
manage assessment workload. Motivation is driven by the organisation of time and effort 
rather than an intrinsic desire to gain a greater understanding of content.  
 
21510:  Because it is based on weekly lectures, it motivated me to work on it each 
week. 
 
2158:  It was also good to have the time to write the reflections each week - it means 
no big rush at the end.  
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Reflective journalling as doing the task 
 
This conception defined reflective journalling as doing the task.  Participants identify the 
reflective journal as an operation involving practical issues which are often difficult. 
Participants find it hard to understand the assessment, for example, they focus on the simple 
act of audio-recording the lecture so they can revisit the content and the framework for 
reflection.  
 
21523:  How the lectures were recorded so we could go back and listen to the guest 
speakers again.  
 
21516:  The frameworks were hard to relate and understand. I found it hard to write 
a reflection based on these.  
 
Again, participants reflect on concepts bound by structure, for example, conciseness bound 
by a word count.  
 
21513:  The difficult task of being concise, but very necessary I know.  
 
2156:  The word limit – it was hard to stay within.  
 
2159:  Longer refection’s and less number of them.  
 
2158:  The word limit - it’s really difficult to fit a reflection about three lectures into 
300 words. (Not too much more is needed, maybe 2000 words).  
 
Participants are frustrated by the constraint of the word count. They feel the word count this 
is a problem because it impacts on their ability to address elements of the assessment, for 
example, scope and depth.   
 
21530:  Perhaps a realignment of the balance depth vs. breath, ie, word count and 
number of lectures vs. content to be discussed.  
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21521:  300 words is really difficult to stay under while being in depth enough to 
cover everything on the criteria sheet.  
 
 
 
Figure 3: First year public health students’ conceptions of reflective journaling.  
 
Discussion  
 
There are three points worthy of discussion in light of the findings of this research and in the 
context of the current literature. Firstly, the findings indicate first year public health students 
have the ability but need to be taught how to think reflectively. Secondly, reflective 
journalling is a suitable assessment item for first year public health students to encourage and 
develop reflective thinking. The third point is not directly linked to but supports the findings; 
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Reflective journalling as doing the task 
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educators should deliberately undertake reflection in their own practice to better facilitate 
students reflective thinking. These points will now be discussed in more detail.   
 
The first and main point is that first year public health students can think reflectively but 
educators need to teach reflective thinking. This is important because educators can improve 
student outcomes by proving guidance and instruction. Students need to learn the art of 
reflective journalling. Higher education lecturers assume students know how write reflective 
journals but the evidence suggests many students write poor quality journals which lack 
depth necessary for learning. Higher education lecturers should expect reflective writing 
which is deeply reflective, highly critical and insightful (Dyment and O’Connell, 2010). ‘The 
disposition to think critically does not imply the ability to write critically’ (Leaver-Dunn et 
al., 2002). Some students lack confidence for frank expression while others display great 
originality, deep personal thinking and soul bearing accounts of the experience (McGuiness 
and Brien, 2007). Kessler and Lund (2004) write reflective journalling facilitates reflective 
clinical practice. Students will benefit most if they are taught the process and skills of 
reflective journalling. Enabling idea’s, such as training the students, providing detailed 
responses, fostering trusting relationships and modelling journalling behaviours, may seem 
daunting to ‘already busy’ lecturers but are advisable because they benefit the student 
(Dyment and O’Connell, 2010).   
 
This research indicates first year public health students may not think critically without 
guidance. This is seen in the bottom two conceptions, Reflective journalling as doing the 
task, and Reflective journalling as understanding the process where participants focus on the 
structural elements of the assessment.  For example, participants identify the limited word 
count as problematic and suggested the broad scope limited their ability to concentrate and 
expand particular reflections. This conception is similar to other research findings. For 
example, participants identified the lack of precise guidelines as a barrier to effective 
journalling and indicated a preference for explicit instructions (McGuiness and Brien, 2007). 
This suggests participants should be ‘trained’ in the art of reflective journalling or thinking 
about thinking and thinking about learning to achieve the best possible learning outcomes.    
 
Secondly, reflective thinking can be enhanced by using a Reflective Journal as an assessment 
item. The literature highlights the link between assessment type and higher order thinking. 
Lecturers feel students are more interested in gathering examination material (surface 
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learning) than in real (deep) learning (Mori, 2000; Arthur, 1997). Deep learning is more 
important than mere factual recall under examination conditions because graduates need to 
apply their knowledge in a variety of ways and under diverse circumstances. Additionally, 
Micari et al. (2007) calls for the measurement of student performance to be grounded in 
learning experiences of students. Assessment tasks should be authentic so students address 
problems grounded in real life contexts (Slater, 1996). Woodward (1998) suggests learning 
and assessment are not disconnected. Reflective journalling as an assessment item is 
compatible with learning and accepted as a method of assessment (Plack et al., 2005). Palmer 
(2004) suggests there is tension between traditional and contemporary assessment items 
which are complex and time-consuming to administer. Reflective journals are difficult to 
grade because students invest character and a sense-of-self and if they are well designed and 
assessed, they provide a new space for learning (Pavlovich et al., 2009). As an assessment 
item, reflective journalling encourages students who are not intrinsically driven to put more 
effort into learning (Cisero, 2006). Badley (2009) confers; students are encouraged to be 
critical thinkers through reflective essays.  Educators should reward students who write 
somewhat deeply and critically because higher grades motivate students who do not 
acknowledge reflective journalling as a journey to deeper thinking (Dyment and O’Connell, 
2010).  
 
This research contributes to the knowledge about reflective journalling as an assessment item. 
The first two conceptions, Reflective journalling as engagement in learning and Reflective 
journalling as depth of knowledge reflect higher order reflective thinking about public health 
practice. This suggests first year public health students exhibit some of the learning traits of 
their postgraduate counterparts. Postgraduate students find journalling compels them to 
‘systematically reflect’ on fieldwork barriers and capabilities. These students also found 
reflective writing raised awareness of others placement experience and encouraged them to 
think critically about practice skills (Cronin and Connolly, 2007). This suggests reflective 
journalling is an appropriate assessment item for students to gain an understanding of public 
health practice.  
 
The third point does not directly link to the findings but is worthy of note because the 
literature suggests student outcomes improve if educators engage in the art of reflective 
practice. Educators should deliberately undertake reflection in their own practice to better 
facilitate the process of reflective journalling for students. Students consider truth seeking as 
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intellectual courage even if it undermines personal belief and conceptions. This can be 
facilitated by educators who are willing to truth-seek. Educators should undertake self-
examination, confront prior information and resolve inconsistency. Educators can improve 
the learning experience of the students in their class (Hustler et al., 1986) by enquiring into 
their own educational practices (McTaggart, 1991). Educators willing to take this approach 
will find it time consuming but beneficial if it is used strategically throughout the curriculum 
(Leaver-Dunn et al., 2002).  The literature suggests educators should constantly promote 
reflection because ‘reflection distinguishes great practitioners from their peers’ (Leaver-Dunn 
et al., 2002).  Moreover, educators owe it to student practice. Students grow in confidence 
and gain trust in the educator to enable them to do the best they can in their professional lives 
(Walker, 2006).   
 
Again, the bottom two conceptions in this research, Reflective journalling as doing the task 
and Reflective journalling as understanding the process suggests educators have not been 
actively engaged in reflective journalling because participants remained ‘trapped’ in the 
lower levels of reflective thinking.  Researchers such as Anderberg (2000) confirm that in 
order to ‘direct the students to learning with deeper understanding’, educators must focus on 
the learners 'own construction of meaning’. Other authors agree, for example, Pavlovich et al. 
(2009) uses learning journals as a method of developing self awareness in a business 
education context. This suggests reflective journalling is enhanced by the active role of the 
educator.  
 
Conclusion and recommendations 
 
In light of the absence of literature about first year students and reflective journalling, the 
findings of this research add to the knowledge about public health education. The findings 
suggest reflective journalling is a vehicle for first year public health students to think 
reflectively. This research also suggests reflective journalling as an assessment item in a first 
year public health practice unit is effective. It effectively a) engages students learning, b) 
increases depth of knowledge and c) deepens students understanding of reflective journalling. 
Reflective journalling can enhance student engagement, reduce anxiety and create positive 
experiences for first year students.  This is consistent with findings from previous research by 
Ramsay et al. (1999) which demonstrated students are affected emotionally by both positive 
and negative factors.    
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There are practical implications from this research. The authors make three recommendations 
from the findings. Firstly, first year public health students should be ‘trained’ in the art of 
reflective journalling or thinking about thinking and thinking about learning. Secondly, 
reflective journalling is a suitable assessment item for first year public health students to 
encourage and develop reflective thinking. Thirdly, and to support the second 
recommendation, educators should deliberately undertake the reflection in their own practice 
to better facilitate the process of reflective journalling for students. 
 
These three recommendations are designed to improve first year students to understand 
public health practice. These recommendations will encourage students to take cognitive risks 
and move students along the trajectory to higher order reflective thinking and ultimately a 
higher order conception and the authorised conception.  
 
  
 
23 
 
REFERENCES  
 
Anderberg, E. (2000). “Word meaning and conceptions: An empirical study of relationships 
between students’ thinking and use of language when reasoning about a problem”, 
Instructional Science, Vol. 28 No. 2, pp. 89-113. doi 10.1023/A:1003612324706 
 
Arthur, N. (1997). “Counselling issues with international students”, Canadian Journal of 
Counselling and Psychotherapy, Vol. 31 No. 4, pp. 259-274. Available at http://cjc-
rcc.ucalgary.ca/cjc/index.php/rcc/article/view/98 (accessed 26 July 2011).  
 
Ashby, C. (2006). “Models for reflective practice”, Practice Nurse, Vol. 32 No. 10, pp. 28-
30. Available at 
http://search.proquest.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/docview/230442017/fulltextPDF?a
ccountid=13380 (accessed 29 July 2011). 
 
Atkins, S. and Murphy, K. (1993). “Reflection: A review of the literature”, Journal of 
Advanced Nursing, Vol. 18, pp. 1188-1192. doi 10.1046/j.1365-2648.1993.18081188.x 
 
Badley, G. (2009). “A reflective essaying model for higher education”, Education and 
Training, Vol. 51 No. 4, pp. 248-258. doi 10.1108/00400910910964548  
 
Bannigan, K. and Moore, A. (2009). “A model of professional thinking: Integrating reflective 
practice and evidence based practice”, Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 
Vol. 76 No. 5, pp. 342-350. Available at 
http://search.proquest.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/docview/212946131/fulltextPDF?a
ccountid=13380 (accessed 26 July 2011). 
 
Beasley, C. J. and Pearson, C. A. L. (1999). “Facilitating the learning of transitional students: 
Strategies for success for all students”, Higher Education Research and Development, 
Vol. 18 No. 3, pp. 303-321. doi 10.1080/0729436990180303 
 
Biggs, J. and Tang, C. (2007), Teaching for quality learning at university (3rd. Ed.), SRHE 
and Open University Press, Berkshire, UK.  
 
  
 
24 
 
Booth, S. (1994), “On phenomenography, teaching and learning” in Phenomenography: 
Philosophy and Practice Conference in Brisbane, Queensland, 1994, Queensland 
University of Technology, Brisbane, pp. 3-6.   
 
Boyd, E. M. and Fayles, A. W. (1983). “Reflective learning: Key to learning from 
experience”, Journal of Humanistic Psychology, Vol. 23 No. 2, pp. 99-117. doi 
10.1177/0022167883232011 
 
Castelli, P. A. (2000). “An integrated model for practicing reflective learning”, Academy of 
Educational Leadership Journal, Vol. 15 (special issue), pp. 15-29. Available at 
http://search.proquest.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/docview/887042749/fulltextPDF?a
ccountid=13380 (accessed 29 July 2011). 
 
Cisero, C. (2006). “Does reflective journal writing improve course outcome?”, College 
Teaching, Vol. 54 No. 2, pp. 231-235. doi 10.1177/0033688208096843 
 
Craft, M. (2005). “Reflective writing and nursing education”, Journal of Nursing Education, 
Vol. 44 No. 2, pp. 53-56. Available at 
http://search.proquest.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/docview/203975402/abstract 
(accessed 28 July 2011). 
 
Cronin, M. and Connolly, C. (2007). “Exploring the use of experiential learning workshops 
and reflective practice within professional practice development for post graduate 
health promotion students”, Health Education Journal, Vol. 66, pp. 286-303. doi  
10.1177/0017896907080136   
 
Dahlgren, L. O. and Fallsberg, M. (1991). “Phenomenography as a qualitative approach in 
social pharmacy research”, Journal of Social and Administrative Pharmacy, Vol. 8 No. 
4, pp. 150 - 156. doi 10.1046/j.1365-2648.2002.02375.x 
 
Dempsey, S. Warren-Forward, H. M. and Findlay, N. (2009). “Development of the Newcastle 
Reflective Analysis Tool”, Focus on Health Professional Education: A multi-
disciplinary Journal, Vol. 11 No. 1, pp. 32-40. Available at 
  
 
25 
 
http://search.informit.com.au.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/fullText;dn=127940648462956;r
es=IELNZC (accessed 25 July 2011). 
 
Dewey, J. (1909), How we think, D.C. Health, London.  
 
Dewey, J. (1933), How we think, A restatement of the relation of reflective thinking to the 
educative process, D.C. Health, Boston.  
 
Dewey, J. (1938), Experience and education, Kappa DeltaPi, Indianapolis.  
 
Dunlap, J. C. (2006). “Using guided reflective journaling activities to capture students' 
changing perceptions”, TechTrends, Vol. 50 No. 6, pp. 20-26. doi 10.1007/s11528-006-
7614-x 
 
Dyment, J. E. and O’Connell, T. S. (2010). “The quality of reflection in student journals: A 
review of limiting and enabling factors”, Innovation in Higher Education, Vol. 35, pp. 
233-244. doi 10.1007/s10755-010-9143-y  
 
Ellis, R. A., Goodyear, P., Brillant, M. and Prosser, M. (2008). “Student experiences of 
problem-based learning in pharmacy: Conceptions of learning, approaches to learning 
and the integration of face-to-face and on-line activities”, Advances in Health Science 
Education, Vol. 13, pp. 675-692. doi 10.1007/s10459-007-9073-3  
 
Entwistle, N. (1990). “Reconstituting approaches to learning: A response to Webb”, Higher 
Education, Vol. 33, pp. 213-218. doi 10.1023/A:1002930608372 
 
Epp, S. (2008). “The value of reflective journaling in undergraduate nursing education: A 
literature review”, International Journal of Nursing Studies, Vol. 45, pp. 1379-1388. 
doi 10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2008.01.006  
 
Fetterman, D. M. (Ed.). (1988), Qualitative Approaches to Evaluation in Education, Praeger, 
New York.   
 
  
 
26 
 
Hasselgren, B. and Beach, D. (1997). “Phenomenography - a 'good for nothing brother' of 
phenomenology?”, Higher Education Research and Development, Vol. 16 No. 2, pp. 
332-345. doi 10.1080/0729436970160206 
 
Husserl, E. (Ed.). (1970), The crisis of European sciences and transcendental 
phenomenology: An introduction to phenomenological philosophy, Northwestern  
University Press, Evanston. 
 
Hustler, D., Cassidy, T. and Cuff, T. (Eds). (1986), Action research in classrooms and 
schools, Allen & Unwin, London.  
 
Jensen, S. K. and Joy, C. (2005). “Exploring a model to evaluate levels of reflection in 
baccalaureate nursing student’s journals”, Journal of Nursing Education, Vol. 44 No. 3, 
pp. 139-142. Available at 
http://search.proquest.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/docview/203925982/fulltextPDF?a
ccountid=13380 (accessed 29 July 2011). 
 
Kathpalia, S. S and Heah, C. (2008). “Reflective writing: Insights into what lies beneath”, 
RELC Journal, Vol. 39 No. 3, pp. 300-317. doi 10.1177/0033688208096843 
 
Kessler, P. D. and Lund, C. H. (2004). “Reflective journaling: Developing an online journal 
for distance education”, Nurse Educator, Vol. 29 No. 1, pp. 20-24. Available at 
http://ovidsp.tx.ovid.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/sp-
3.5.1a/ovidweb.cgi?&S=GKIMFPIBOEDDHGKGNCALNEJCHBGPAA00&Link+Set
=S.sh.20.21.24.29%7c7%7csl_10 (accessed 29 July 2011). 
 
Kolb, D. A. (1984), Experiential learning: Experience as a source of learning and 
development, Prentice Hall, London.  
 
Lasater, K. and Nielsen, A. (2009). “Reflective journaling for clinical judgment development 
and evaluation”, Educational Innovations, Vol. 48 No. 1, pp. 40-44. Available at 
http://search.proquest.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/docview/203951143/fulltextPDF?a
ccountid=13380 (accessed 25 July 2011). 
 
  
 
27 
 
Leaver-Dunn, D., Harrelson, G. L., Martin, M. and Wyatt, T. (2002). “Critical-thinking 
predisposition among undergraduate athletic training students”, Journal of Athletic 
Training, Vol. 37 No. 4 Supplement, pp. S147-S151. Available at 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC164416/pdf/attr_37_s04_0147.pdf 
(accessed 25 July 2011). 
 
Marton, F. (1986). “Phenomenography: A research approach to investigating different 
understandings of reality”, Journal of Thought, Vol. 21 No. 3, pp. 28-48.  
 
McGuiness, C. and Brien, M. (2007). “Using reflective journals to assess the research 
process”, Reference Services Review, Vol. 35 No. 1, pp. 21-40. doi 
10.1108/00907320710729346 
 
McNall, M. and Foster-Fishman, P. G. (2007). “Methods of rapid evaluation, assessment, and 
appraisal”, American Journal of Evaluation, Vol. 28, pp. 151-168. doi 
10.1177/1098214007300895 
 
McTaggart, R. (1991), Action research: A short modern history, Deakin University Press, 
Geelong, Victoria. 
 
Micari, M., Light, G., Calkins, S. and Streitwieser, B. (2007). “Assessment beyond 
performance: Phenomenography in educational evaluation”, American Journal of 
Evaluation, Vol. 28, pp. 458-476. doi 10.1177/1098214007308024 
 
Milinkovic, D. and Field, N. (2005). “Demystifying then reflective clinical journal”, 
Radiography, Vol. 11, pp. 175-183. doi 10.1016/j.radi.2004.12.007 
 
Mills, R. (2008). “It’s just a nuisance: Improving college student reflective journal writing”, 
College Student Journal, Vol. 42 No. 2, pp. 684-690. Available at 
http://search.proquest.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/docview/236597622/fulltextPDF?a
ccountid=13380 (accessed 29 July 2011). 
 
Mori, S. (2000). “Addressing the mental health concerns of international students”, Journal 
of Counseling and Development, Vol. 78 No. 2, pp. 137-144. Available at 
  
 
28 
 
http://search.proquest.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/docview/219014228/fulltextPDF?a
ccountid=13380 (accessed 25 July 2011). 
 
Nielsen, A., Stragnell, S. and Jester, P. (2007). “Guide for reflections using the clinical 
judgement model”, Journal of Nursing Education, Vol. 46 No. 11, pp. 513-516. 
Available at 
http://search.proquest.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/docview/203963529/fulltextPDF?a
ccountid=13380 (accessed 29 July 2011). 
 
O’Connell, T. and Dyment, J. E. (2011). “The case of reflective journals: Is the jury still 
out?”, Reflective Practice, Vol. 12 No. 1, pp. 47-59. 
doi.org/10.1080/14623943.2011.541093 
 
Palmer, S. (2004). “Authenticity in assessment: Reflecting undergraduate study and 
professional practice”, European Journal of Engineering Education, Vol. 29 No. 2, pp. 
193-202. doi 10.1080/03043790310001633179 
 
Patton, M. Q. (2002), Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods (3rd ed.), Sage 
Publications, London.  
 
Pavlovich, K., Collins, E. and Jones, G. (2009). “Developing students’ skills in reflective 
practice: Design and assessment”, Journal of Education Management, Vol. 33, pp. 
3758. doi 10.1177/1052562907307640 
 
Plack, M. M., Driscoll, M., Blisset, S., McKenna, R. and Plack, T. P. (2005). “A method for 
assessing reflective journal writing”, Journal of Allied Health, Vol. 34 No. 4, pp. 199-
208. Available at 
http://search.proquest.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/docview/211059040/fulltextPDF?a
ccountid=13380 (accessed 25 July 2011). 
 
Ramsay, S., Barker, M. and Jones, E. (1999). “Academic adjustment and learning processes: 
A comparison of international and local students in first year university”, Higher 
Education Research and Development Vol. 18 No. 1, pp. 129-144.  doi 
10.1080/0729436990180110 
  
 
29 
 
 
Reid, B. (1993). “But we’re doing it already! Exploring a response to the concept of 
Reflective Practice in order to improve its facilitation”, Nurse Education Today, Vol. 
13, pp. 305-309.  
 
Schon, D. A. (1991), Educating the reflective practitioner, Josey-Bass, San Francisco.  
 
Slater, T. (1996). “Portfolio assessment strategies for grading first-year university physics 
students in the USA”, Physics Education, Vol. 31 No. 5, pp. 329-33. doi 10.1088/0031-
9120/31/5/024 
 
Star, C. and McDonald, J. (2007). “Embedding successful pedagogical practices: Assessment 
strategies for a large, diverse, first year student cohort”, International Journal of 
Pedagogies and Learning, Vol. 3 No. 2, pp. 18-30. doi 10.5172/ijpl.3.2.18 
 
Svensson, L. (1997). “Theoretical Foundations of Phenomenography”, Higher Education 
Research and Development, Vol. 16 No. 2, pp. 159-171. doi 
10.1080/0729436970160204 
 
Svinicki, M. and McKeachie, W. J. (2011), Mckeachie’s teaching tips: Strategies, research 
and theory for college and university teachers, Wadsworth, Cengage Learning, 
Belmont, California.   
 
Thorpe, K. (2011). “Reflective learning journals: From concept to practice”, Reflective 
Practice, Vol. 5 No. 3, pp. 327-343. doi.org/10.1080/1462394042000270655 
 
Walker, S. E. (2006). “Journal writing as a teaching technique to promote reflection”, Journal 
of Athletic Training, Vol. 41 No. 2, pp. 216-221. Available at 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1472640/pdf/i1062-6050-41-2-216.pdf 
(accessed 29 July 2011). 
 
Wong, F. K. Y., Kember, D., Chung, L. Y. F. and Yan, L. (1995). “Assessing the level of 
student reflection from reflective journals”, Journal of Advanced Nursing, Vol. 22, pp. 
48-57. doi 10.1046/j.1365-2648.1995.22010048.x 
  
 
30 
 
 
Woodward, K. (1998). “Reflective journals and portfolios: Learning through assessment”, 
Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education, Vol. 23 No. 4, pp. 415-423. doi 
10.1080/0260293980230408 
 
